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Parenting Styles, 




A Literature  





In recent decades, numerous studies have been con-ducted on parenting styles, parenting stress, and parenting resiliency as pertains to parenting chil-
dren with disabilities (Gau et al., 2010; Hirschler-Gut-
tenberg et al., 2015; Phillips et al., 2017; Sinha et al., 
2016; Wachtel & Carter, 2008; Woolfson & Grant, 
2006). However, many studies prior to the 2000s have 
focused on the negative impact to parents and fami-
ly functioning (Beckman-Bell, 1981; Hadadian, 1994; 
Hanline, 1991). While there has been a shift in the lit-
erature focus on the positives of raising children with 
disabilities (Dyches et. al, 2012; Gouveia et al., 2016), 
more research is needed on the positive impacts asso-
ciated with parenting a child who has disabilities, as 
well as the impact of positive parenting on long-term 
outcomes for children with disabilities (Dyches et. al, 
2012). The purpose of this paper is to explore literature 
related to parenting styles, parental reaction to a diag-
nosis, and parental perceptions of raising a child with 
disabilities; to offer new directions for research and 
implications for clinical practice; as well as to examine 
mindfulness parenting for children with disabilities. 
According to the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (2020), “a disability is any condition of 
the body or mind (impairment) that makes it more dif-
ficult for the person with the condition to do certain ac-
tivities (activity limitation) and interact with the world 
around them (participation restrictions)” (para. 1). 
As such, disabilities may encompass mental, 
neurodevelopmental, and physical components of a 
person. Given that people with disabilities are more 
likely to experience abuse, neglect, and trauma at rates 
higher than found in the general population (Cowles 
et al., 2018; Lund et al., 2019; Martorell et al., 2009), 
research on parenting styles, approaches, and reaction 
to diagnoses may shed greater understanding on the 
vulnerability of both people with disabilities and their 
primary caregivers. There is little research I could find 
on comparing the experiences of parenting of children 
with physical disabilities with parenting children with 
mental or neurodevelopmental disabilities. This may 
partly be due to the general lack of research on people 
with disabilities (Hung et al., 2010; Jones et al., 2012), 
particularly, a general lack of research on people with 
intellectual or neurodevelopmental disabilities (Brown 
et al., 2011; Dalton & McVilly, 2004; Vereenooghe & 
Langdon, 2013). Considering the differences in these 
kinds of disabilities, parenting styles, stress, and resil-
iency may be affected differently, as people may be 
at risk for adverse circumstances such as abuse and 
neglect. However, positive parenting research spe-
cifically comparing parenting a child with physical 
disabilities to parenting a child with mental or neu-
rodevelopmental disabilities will add substantially to 
literature on parenting and on disabilities. It may yield 
new parenting training programs that can be more spe-
cifically targeted toward struggling parents of children 
with disabilities.
It is important to note the concept of neurodi-
versity and that advocacy organizations are increasing-
ly making efforts to reframe neurodevelopmental “dis-
orders” as “brain differences [that] are normal, rather 
than deficits” (Understood for All Inc., 2020, para. 1). 
At the same time, it is equally important to note the 
emerging frameworks for disability identity, and how 
disability identity may contribute to increased under-
standing of disability as a normative variation in hu-
man presentation (Forber-Pratt & Zape, 2017). While 
the scope of this paper does not address advocacy di-
rectly, I acknowledge that as advocacy, and especial-
ly self-advocacy, grows, perceptions of children with 
disabilities and neurodevelopmental disorders may 
change and that parenting approaches may change as 
a result.
Baumrind’s parenting typology (1971) is an 
oft-cited explanation for parenting approaches. Baum-
rind’s typology includes four main styles: authorita-
tive, authoritarian, permissive, and uninvolved. This 
typology has served researchers in conceptualizing di-
mensions of parenting and outcomes for children from 
each parenting style (Baumrind, 1971; Dornbusch et. 
al, 1987; Hoeve et al., 2007; Rhee, 2006; Smetana, 
2017). However, Baumrind’s typology was limited in 
areas of diversity (McCubbin et. al, 2016) and did not 
explore the effects that having a child with a disabil-
ity may have on parenting styles. Later research be-
gan to look specifically at parenting styles, resiliency, 
coping, and successful parenting as applied to children 
with disabilities (Dyches et. al, 2012; Gau et al., 2010; 
Gouveia et al., 2016; Hirschler-Guttenberg et al., 2015; 
Phillips et al., 2017; Sinha et al., 2016; Wachtel & Car-
ter, 2008; Woolfson & Grant, 2006).
Smetana (2017) notes, “Parenting styles were 
originally conceptualized as transactionally associated 
with social competence, but studies have mostly fo-
cused on parent-to-child effects. Advances in statisti-
cally modeling have led more rigorous tests of bidirec-
tionality” (p. 19). Rather than parenting styles acting to 
pass on social competence to children, as indicated in 
Baumrind’s typology (1971), children may influence 
their parents’ parenting styles, as may broader consid-
erations such as culture and economics (Burton et al., 
2002; Kerr et al., 2012; Smetana 2017). More research 
on the effects children have on their parents would be a 
considerable addition in understanding parenting styles 
and parenting approaches in a transactional manner.
Some researchers have posited that parenting a 
child with disabilities comes with added stressors com-
pared to parenting a child without disabilities. Hanson 
& Hanline (1990), in relation to the birth of a child 
with a disability, compared the adjustment of these 
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parents to parents of children born without a disability:
This adjustment process may be more difficult 
and additional demands may be placed on the 
parents because of needed hospitalization or 
medical care, developmental or educational 
services, and basic care-giving needs. These 
adjustments not only may be more pronounced, 
but also prolonged as families accommodate to 
new demands that arise over the years with the 
growing child. (p. 234)
Kisler (2014) pointed out the need to acknowl-
edge the variability in emotions in the adjustment pro-
cess of different parents and within the same parents 
at different points in time. Indeed, studies have exam-
ined parental reactions to diagnoses of disabilities in 
their children (Hedderly et al., 2003; Wachtel & Carter, 
2008) and have likened the diagnosis of a disability to 
a loss with a grieving process (Kampfe, 1989). 
From a clinical perspective, for parents experi-
encing the disability diagnosis as a loss, it is important 
to work through the loss as with any other grief. Larson 
(1998) in a study on mothers of Mexican origins notes, 
though, “the stages of grieving may not be accurate in 
this instance where instead of a certain future, mothers 
face an indeterminate future for their child with dis-
ability” (p. 868), and later adds, “Certainly by ordi-
nary standards, this group of mothers could not claim 
‘success’ in mothering by raising future productive 
citizens” (p. 869). Since the ordinary course of child 
development may not apply to these children, parents 
may need to redefine parenting success and adjust their 
parenting goals. To this end, parenting styles and par-
enting resiliency perhaps become more important than 
parenting stress. 
Sinha et al. (2016) found, “Although paren-
tal stress was affected by the diagnosis of the child, 
resilience was not” (p. 110). Therefore, clinicians 
should not assume that high levels of stress imply a 
lack of resiliency and should work with parents from a 
strengths-based perspective by furthering the resilien-
cy parents already have through use of stress reduction 
techniques. Additionally, Sinha et al. (2016) stated,
We found resilience to be highest in authorita-
tive parents and least in authoritarian parents. 
Since level of warmth decreases from author-
itative to permissive to authoritarian parents, 
it can be hypothesized that feelings of warmth 
towards the child more than control affects pa-
rental resilience. (p. 110)
Family therapy with a multisystem approach, 
support groups for parents, respite care, and forming 
social connections with parents whose children have 
similar or related disabilities can work together to low-
er parental stress and increase resiliency, which can 
further feelings of warmth for the child. I suggest that 
for parents with styles that are categorized as low in 
warmth, such as authoritarian; and styles categorized 
with low control, such as permissive, that added sup-
ports may be more necessary than for parents with 
styles categorized as high in warmth and high control, 
such as authoritative. 
Reframing the disability from what a child can-
not do to what a child can do may also provide parents 
with a new perspective on what can be gained from par-
enting a child with a disability instead of what is lost. 
(UNICEF, n.d.) provides a mini parenting master class 
on just this. Skotko et. al (2015) in a set of analyses of 
family perspectives on Down Syndrome (DS) noted, 
Nearly, all parents reported loving (99%) and 
being proud (97%) of their child with DS. 
About 79% said that their outlook on life was 
more positive because of their son/daughter 
with DS. Brothers and sisters also had a favor-
able perspective, with nearly all reporting love 
(97%) and pride (94%). Older siblings report-
ed being a better person (88%) because of their 
brother/sister with DS. (p. 2)
However, other studies have observed that what 
parents describe as positive aspects of parenting a child 
with a disability is not consistent and may better be 
attributed to the development of coping mechanisms, 
conscious or unconscious (Beighton & Wills, 2017, 
2019). This brings forth broader questions about defin-
ing positive aspects of parenting a child with disabili-
ties, and whether coping is what underpins the positive 
experiences, or if positive experiences lead to greater 
coping skills in these parents. I also suggest that par-
enting is not an endpoint but an ongoing and evolving 
process that continues throughout both the child’s and 
parents’ lives. The willingness of a parent to adapt to 
meet their child’s specific needs contributes to whether 
parenting experiences are positive due to the adjust-
ment of expectations. Research investigating the pos-
sible bidirectionality of parent-child relationships and 
coping-positive parenting experiences may illuminate 
more on these murky areas of literature and provide 
more options for strength-based clinical approaches 
for families with children who have disabilities. Spe-
cific parenting skills programs for improving adapt-
ability or willingness to adapt for struggling parents of 
children with disabilities could shore up strengths and 
coping skills in this population. 
A relatively new area of parenting research fo-
cuses on mindfulness (Bögels et al., 2010; Cohen & 
Semple, 2009; Corthorn & Milicic, 2015; Oord et. al, 
2011). Kabat-Zinn (2003) looks at mindfulness as “the 
awareness that emerges through paying attention on 
purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally 
to the unfolding of experience moment by moment” 
(p.145). Mindfulness also incorporates self-compas-
sion. According to Neff (2003),
Self-compassion entails being kind and under-
standing toward oneself in instances of pain 
or failure rather than being harshly self-criti-
cal; perceiving one’s experiences as part of the 
larger human experience rather than seeing 
them as isolating; and holding painful thoughts 
and feelings in mindful awareness rather than 
over-identifying with them. (p. 233)
Further, Duncan et al. (2009) apply mindful-
ness directly to parenting, 
When parents bring the practices of mindful 
parenting to parent–child interactions, they can 
cultivate an enhanced capacity for parenting 
calmly, with greater consistency, and in great-
er accordance with their goals and values, while 
engendering a warm and nurturing affective 
tenor in the parent–child relationship. Mindful 
parenting will also contribute to a more general-
ly positive parent–child relationship (e.g., more 
positive and less negative affect, greater trust 
and emotional sharing), to greater flexibility and 
responsiveness within the dynamic exchanges 
of parent–child relations, to a decreased level of 
parenting stress, to a wiser use of parenting strat-
egies, and to greater youth well-being. (p. 261)
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Mindfulness and self-compassion programs for 
parents of children with disabilities may engender a 
shift from the coping suggested by Beighton & Willis 
(2017, 2019) to a defined positive parenting experience 
through the growth of self-awareness, self-forgiveness, 
and the use and development of parenting strategies 
that work better for their child. Indeed, Gouveia et. al. 
(2016) found that more mindful parents were likely to 
adopt an authoritative parenting style, which is asso-
ciated with high warmth and high control (McCubbin 
et. al, 2016), while retaining flexibility in parenting ap-
proaches to meet the needs of the child. 
Such flexibility, self-awareness, and self-com-
passion may be more important for parents of children 
with disabilities as it touches on domains of parenting, 
stress reduction, increased warmth of feeling toward 
their child, self-care, and an acceptance that is not 
predicated on disability as a loss, but as an acceptance 
of what is. As such, clinicians working with parents—
and more broadly with families who have children with 
disabilities—may find the incorporation of mindful-
ness effective in improving overall family functioning. 
Moreover, mindfulness has held promise for children 
with various disabilities (Duncan et al., 2009; Mak et 
al., 2017; Oord et al., 2011). Mindfulness may serve 
a greater family purpose in that regard and should be 
considered as one possible treatment option in the ther-
apy modalities pursued by parents of children with dis-
abilities (individual, couples, or family). 
This paper has reviewed literature related to 
parenting styles, parental reactions to a disability-re-
lated diagnosis, and parental perceptions of raising a 
child with disabilities. I have offered new directions 
for research based on current literature, suggested con-
siderations and approaches for clinical practice, and 
explored mindfulness as an intervention for parents of 
children with disabilities. Limitations of this paper are 
that disabilities are as varied as the human condition. 
I did not examine the ways in which the severity of a 
disability impacts parenting styles and approaches, nor 
did I explore the differences in parenting a child born 
or diagnosed at a young age with a disability compared 
to parenting a child who acquired a disability through 
an accident or traumatic event. These are critical areas 
worth further exploration in future literature reviews, 
meta-analyses, and research. I further limited this liter-
ature review to a focus on children and adolescents and 
did not investigate aging and parenting as it pertains 
to parents continuing to care for children with dis-
abilities into adulthood. Additionally, I did not exam-
ine self-perceptions of people with disabilities, which 
may be an area of focus for clinical psychoeducation 
for parents of children with disabilities. Understanding 
how adults with disabilities function on a daily basis 
may provide parents of children with disabilities hope 
for their child’s indeterminate future. 
Strengths of this literature review include the 
plethora of research that is available, and that the re-
search followed a narrative path from disabilities as 
deficits to more encouraging, positive perceptions and/
or copying skills among parents. It would be interest-
ing to examine the impact this trajectory of research 
has on parenting and disability and to use it as a guide 
for furthering positive perceptions of people with dis-
abilities among current and future parents.
In conclusion, disability and parenting research 
is rich in scope and depth. Research on parenting chil-
dren with disabilities is abundant, but opportunities 
exist to add to the literature and clinical practice in the 
areas described in this paper.
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